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Praise for What White Parents Should Know About Transracial Adoption—The Workbook


“This is such a necessary resource despite the uniqueness of every adoption and every adoptee. I commend Melissa for taking the painstaking effort to help parents navigate what could be on the horizon and, more importantly, to validate adoptee perspectives and experiences!”

—Michelle Li, journalist, Korean adoptee, and co-founder of The Very Asian Foundation




“. . . a must-have for all adoption practitioners and agencies! Melissa has struck gold again in putting this workbook together. Her incredible insight and keen perception into the challenges of transracial adoption shine through every page. . . . Prospective adoptive parents will find a concise and well-thought-out map to navigating adoptive parenting in a way that is child centered and elevates the adoptee experience. Get it, learn from it, and be the best adoptive parent you can be.”

—Ruth dos Santos, co-creator of The Adoption Companion




“. . .  a powerful workbook that will help adoptive parents support and understand their child. Melissa has gone above and beyond to make sure any parent that goes through this workbook is equipped with the right language, knowledge, and action steps to be a great parent. I would suggest this to any transracial adoptive parent as an essential part of their parenting journey.” 

—Isaac Etter, founder of Identity




“I feel like the questions and personal stories made me truly open my eyes and self-reflect into the reasons why I adopted and if I’m doing the work to do right by my adoptee. As a Black transracial adoptive parent, I think all adoptive parents could benefit from this book!”

—Jeena Wilder, adoptive mom and creator of Hey There Wilders




“In this thought-provoking workbook amplifying the experiences of adoptees, the reader learns that white adoptive parents cannot support the children they choose to adopt without vulnerably examining their own positionality on race, adoption, and systems of power—none of which are mutually exclusive. A must-have for anyone seeking to support adoptees of color.”

—Dr. Tony Hynes, adoptee and author of The Son with Two Moms




“. . . a comprehensive guide to the tough topics that every transracial/transnational family will face over the course of time and how to compassionately navigate them. This workbook will be a staple for families and adoption professionals worldwide.”

—Jessica M. Luciere, transracial adoptee, adoptee advocate, and manager of community engagements and post-adoption services at Spence-Chapin




“Melissa has done it again: asking you direct questions to get to the heart of the issue. For adopted children to have the best possible outcomes, adoptive parents need to heed adult adoptee voices like Melissa’s.”

—Haley Radke, adoptee and creator of the Adoptees On podcast




“Fifteen years ago when I started the adoption process, my narrative around adoption was limited to an understanding as seen through the adoptive parent lens. As my family grew through adoption, my understanding of the adoption narrative grew as well. More recently, as social media has grown and adult adoptees have boldly and generously shared their stories, my understanding of the adoption narrative has shifted tremendously. [This workbook] created by Melissa Guida-Richards is the tool I didn’t know I needed all those years ago. It is a treasure for an adoptive parent. The gold within its pages will bend and stretch you, in all the right ways, if you will allow it. And I hope you will.” 

—Heather Avis, New York Times best-selling author
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For all the transracial adoptees and foster youth in the world who deserve parents who embrace their culture and recognize the complexity of adoption.






Foreword

About a year ago I came across a book entitled What White Parents Should Know about Transracial Adoption. It immediately caught my eye, not only because of its bright orange cover, but also because of the directness of the title that was directly applicable to me/my family and so many families I work with. I was also thrilled to see that it was written by a fellow transracial adoptee. Adoptee voices bring so much value to the adoption arena and can provide insight and expertise that others cannot. After reading it, I reached out to Melissa to thank her for her work, as it is now an added resource I can recommend to families within my practice. It is one of many tools adoptive families can utilize to promote healthy, open, and trauma-informed relationships. I was honored when Melissa connected with me about helping with this workbook and am hopeful that it will support many families along their journey.

I cannot recall a time when I did not know the word adoption or that it somehow applied to me. It has been part of my narrative for as long as I can remember, going all the way back to the beginning. Transracial, on the other hand, was a word I was not exposed to until graduate school, and I never put the two words together as a way to identify myself until my mid-twenties (well past the identity stage of development!). Growing up, I never identified as a different race, yet somehow I knew I wasn’t the same as everyone else. I knew I was Colombian—that’s why my skin and features were darker—but I knew nothing beyond that, and I had no insight into what I would be subjected to because of it. I was never given the language to define myself or my family, and I was never immersed in what being Colombian truly meant. As I reflect, I can see how my experience isn’t unique; over the years, I have encountered so many adoptive families that place the focus on their child being adopted, as opposed to their child being a transracial adoptee. They give space for some parts of our identity, but not all.  

The adoption portion of this term is so often celebrated that it becomes part of an individual’s identity. Yet somehow the trauma and racial aspects associated with transracial adoption are hidden in the shadows, often unacknowledged until an issue occurs. For me the meaning and significance of those words has shifted and changed over time, and I now identify as a transracial adoptee. I make space for both parts of this term. I find the need to put the transracial aspect first because my race is undeniably what people see about me first, especially when I am in the vicinity of my adoptive family. The narrative and the language have changed because I was, and still am, open to learning and growing. I’m committed to doing the work and I have made space for the complexities of my story, honoring all parts. 

Through the process of my healing, I began to broach difficult and necessary conversations with my adoptive parents/family who had not done the work to the extent they probably needed to. For me, doing my own work opened the door for those close to me to start doing the same. It is my hope that through resources like the one you are holding, the onus will no longer fall on the adoptee to get the ball rolling in order to get what they need. It is my greatest hope that by doing your own inner and outer work, you as an adoptive parent/caregiver can take some of the burden from the child you have adopted/plan to adopt to keep from piling more complex trauma on their shoulders. 

I was adopted as a six-week-old infant from Bogota, Colombia, by a white family from Buffalo, New York. Two and a half years later, my brother was also transracially adopted. Throughout my life we maintained close ties to Colombia, the people we knew there, and the network of families within the Buffalo area who had also adopted children transracially/transnationally through the same foundation. Throughout my childhood adoption was associated with words like family, love, FANA (the foundation at which my brother and I were placed in Colombia), and friends. However, there was minimal conversation about the immense losses and challenges of adoption and even less about the differences between our racial backgrounds and those of our peers and what that would look like for us as we grew older. We were essentially raised as white kids. 

Looking back on it now, I both see and feel the absence of space for anything other than the joyful components of adoption. I was given no room to express the frustration of having to explain how I was related to all the white people. No room to grieve the loss not only of my biological family members but an entire birth country and culture. No room to communicate my anger regarding my lack of validation and control and the overall absence of emotional attunement I felt from my parents. No room to process the confusion I endured that came from trying to sort out all of my unprocessed feelings, thoughts, and sensations that remained undigested in my mind, heart, and body. Space was only made for a fraction of my experience, and this came with a price. 

That price was disconnection—a feeling of being misunderstood by the people I was supposed to be the closest to. I faced the challenge of knowing that not only could my parents not fully comprehend what it was like to be adopted, but also, on top of that, they could not help me navigate any racial issues that I inevitably did (and still do) face. 

I understand that this is perplexing to many because my parents did many things that were right on point. That being said, it was still not enough. The pre-adoption education they received was by no means comprehensive or integrative, and the reality is, as two white individuals, they did not have any experience with being on the receiving end of racism in this country. Due to that, their approach was less than trauma informed, and they were underequipped to parent children with developmental trauma who were also of a different race. 

I believe wholeheartedly that they did the best they could with what they were given at the time. However, the reality is that now we know more, and therefore ongoing work is not optional. In fact, it never should have been optional. It is my stance that adoptive parents have a responsibility to be on a continuous journey of learning to best support their child mentally, emotionally, and physically. This is how we make adoption truly adoptee centric. My parents’ lack of understanding and attunement caused me to feel disconnected from them; I also felt a great deal of pain, even though I know they never intended to cause me harm. After experiencing this throughout my childhood and young adulthood (and still, sometimes, to this day), I became committed to helping other adoptees and their families who find themselves in these circumstances and to elevating the voices of adoptees, who are the true experts due to our lived experience. 

As I grew into adulthood, I emersed myself in learning about topics like trauma, attachment, dissociation, the nervous system, trauma responses, trauma-informed care, and more. I engaged in and became trained and certified in modalities that take neurobiology, and the impacts of trauma on the brain and body, into account—those that acknowledge that trauma starts in utero and those that, ultimately, can help heal the wounds that traumatic experiences inflict. It all started to click and I finally had information to back up the silent thoughts and feelings I had carried throughout my life. 

The information that I started to share really rocked the boat for many in my personal and professional worlds, and I was met with a great deal of resistance and cognitive dissonance, which added complexity to my own traumatic experiences. Societally, people are still quick to jump on the bandwagon that adoption is beautiful, that love can see through color, that it is a seamless adjustment, and that there is little to no space for acknowledging any potential challenges to or downfalls of this system. Despite these reactions, I was determined to provide services and resources for adoptees of all ages, for their families, and for the professionals who work with this population who could be truly adoptee focused. I knew the need was there. 

The reality is that adoptive families, no matter what stage they are in process, are in desperate need of help. Adoptees in general are struggling immensely and are a marginalized population that is rarely spoken about. Adoptees are overrepresented in hospitals, prisons, mental health treatment centers, and more. Specifically, transracial adoptees continue to navigate the harsh realities of being Black and Brown in the United States, and they grapple with the fact that their adoptive parents’ whiteness will not help them in the real world. Adoptive parents/caregivers don’t understand the complexities or how to help. Adoptive parents have also been let down and done a disservice by the adoption industry because there are huge gaps in the education it provides. The critical education adoptive parents require to effectively parent children with these specific needs is overlooked, denied, or withheld. I witness a tangible helplessness within family systems that stems from this lack of education, acceptance, and acknowledgment of core issues, from the absence of validation, and from overall misunderstanding, all of which rupture connections within the family. This is the biggest barrier to healing; without connection these adoptees and their families have no chance of healing. 

Adoptive parents are often at their wits’ end, filled with feelings of powerlessness and overwhelm; most say they have tried everything and the situation feels like it’s getting worse. I advise adoptive parents I know and work with that they must come to a space in which they can accept that their child has special needs; they must educate themselves and allow this new knowledge to be the foundation on which they base their trauma-informed parenting throughout their child’s life. For families of transracial adoptees, being racially informed and anti-racist are integral parts of being trauma informed. Many adoptive families experience the stigma of feeling like they are the only ones facing challenges because trauma related to transracial adoption is assumed not to be real or isn’t talked about. It is because of stigmas like this that I have seen so many families, including my own, struggle in silence.

Thankfully, I have started to see small shifts during my years in the field. Little by little, more adoptive parents are finally ready to pursue the possibility that some of what is going on between them and their children may be related to early trauma. Within my clinical practice, adoptive parents find themselves reaching out when they realize they are stuck. Their children present with depression or anxiety, have trouble building and maintaining relationships, self-harm, have emotional and behavioral dysregulation, or abuse substances—all stemming from deeper wounds and layers of complex trauma. Themes of grief, rejection, abandonment, loss, identity, and shame are all too common throughout my practice. 

For those of my clients who were adopted transracially, I find that their white adoptive parents also need help—help incorporating and honoring their child’s birth culture, help addressing racism and biases within their adoptive family, help navigating how to assist their child in connecting with their birth country, help figuring out what actions they need to take to promote healthy identity formation, and help identifying parent trauma versus adoptee trauma and how they can trigger each other. These parents find that the education their agencies provided does/did not offer real-world deep dives into these areas. In my opinion, this lack of education perpetuates a belief that I see commonly among adoptive parents, both personally and professionally—that adoptive parents can get away with doing the bare minimum and everything will be fine. Nothing could be further from the truth.  

My message to you as you dive into this workbook: This is just one step of many. I encourage you to be open and willing to engage in the lifelong journey alongside the transracial adoptee in your life. Finding a way to protect, embrace, and honor all parts of them is part of your work on this journey. It will require you to tolerate what is uncomfortable and to learn from those with lived experience instead of relying on an inaccurate societal narrative that gets spoon fed to you by the adoption industry. There is no concrete end point or age at which an adoptee will “graduate” from having these needs or when these themes will vanish. You’re signing up for a lifelong commitment, so pace yourselves. This is a marathon, not a sprint. Putting in the emotional effort by using workbooks like this, in addition to reading, engaging in therapy, listening to podcasts, and interacting with other adoptees and individuals outside of your race creates an opportunity for maximum integration for your family system. 

Also, please know it is never too early or too late to start this journey. Parts
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